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DA CARDANO A GALOIS: MOMENT1 DI STORIA DELL'ALGEBRA. By Silvio 
Maracchia. Milan0 (Feltrinelli), 1979. 240 pp. L 6500. 
Reviewed by Hubert Kennedy 
Providence College, 
Providence, RI 02918 
The numerous publications of Silvio Maracchia have presented 
various periods in the history of mathematics to a variety of 
readers. The present work is aimed at the specialist, and yet 
it has much for the beginning historian of mathematics. In 
somewhat unrelated chapters, the book treats four "moments" in 
the history of algebra, of which the two most important are the 
gaining of independence from geometry and the birth of continued 
fractions. 
In the chapter entitled "Equations of the Third and Fourth 
Degrees and Algebra in Sixteenth-Century Italy," the author 
traces the history of the contributions of Scipione de1 Ferro, 
Tartaglia, Cardano, and Ferrari to the solution of these equa- 
tions, carefully answering all questions of priority. But, more 
important, he asks: Why did none of the participants notice 
that the very rule for solving cubic equations, which Tartaglia 
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gave in verse to Cardano, suggests a proof of its validity? 
Maracchia cogently argues that this was because "proof" to them 
meant "geometric proof." And reading the works of these Ren- 
aissance mathematicians in the context of their time, he shows 
the necessity of this conclusion. Thus it is that the solution 
of the quartic equation, which, from an algebraic point of view, 
is a relatively simple step from the solution of the cubic equa- 
tion, forced a breakthrough in thinking about algebra for it 
was no longer possible to represent all the terms of the equa- 
tion geometrically (whereas, earlier, if x represented a line 
segment, x2 represented a planar square, and x3 a cubic solid). 
Thus, according to the author, "we find here the historic moment 
in which algebra separated itself from geometry." 
The second chapter is a model of textual analysis. Maracchia, 
by a careful reading of the Trattato (1613) of Pietro Antonio 
Cataldi, leads us step by step along the tortuous path by which 
Cataldi arrived at the algorithm for continued fractions. He 
leaves no doubt of the originality of Cataldi's work, and shows 
that Cataldi was fully aware of what he had achieved, and indeed 
that Cataldi was the first to do so. More important, perhaps, 
Maracchia is able to show us, in detail, the birth of a new 
mathematical idea. 
There is a further chapter on Lagrange's use of continued 
fractions in the solution of algebraic equations and a brief 
chapter on the earliest published work of Galois, which also 
treated continued fractions and was directly related to the work 
of Lagrange. The book is completed by appendixes on cubic equa- 
tions and continued fractions, along with four biographical 
"profiles" of the leading figures discussed. Although a collec- 
tion of essays rather than a continuous history, the book con- 
tains much that is valuable, particularly in the insights of the 
first two chapters, and it is good to have it available in this 
form. 
LA THEORIE GENERALE DE L'EQUILIBRE ET DU MOUVEMENT DES SYSTEMES. 
By Louis Poinsot. Edition critique et commentarires par 
Patrice Bailhache J. Vrin 1975 
Reviewed by Craig Fraser 
University of Toronto 
Toronto, Ontario, Canada 
As is well known, the fundamental basis of Joseph Louis 
Lagrange's Mgcanique Analytique of 1788 is the principle of vir- 
tual work, or, as was known until this century, the principle of 
virtual velocities. Starting from this principle Lagrange was 
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